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December 13, 2006

Ron Sechler
National Marine Fisheries Service
Habitat Conservation Division
101 Pivers Island Road
Beaufort, North Carolina 28516
Phone: 252-728-5090
Fax: 252-728-8728
Email: ron.sechler@noaa.gov

In your letter requesting input on the preparation of the Brunswick County C (CTP), you
listed “Critical or Sensitive” areas that should preserved or avoided and provided a series
of maps that depicted a wide range of environmental assets in Brunswick County. One
“critical” asset that is not depicted on the enclosed maps is areas designated as essential
fish habitat (EFH) for species managed by the South and Mid-Atlantic Fishery
Management councils (SAFMC, MAFMC) and the National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS). We believe that the development of CTP for Brunswick County provides a
unique opportunity to update the environmental maps for the county to include waters
and wetlands designated as EFH. Identification of EFH by the NMFS would be
accomplished cooperatively with the North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries and
when completed this information could be added as a data layer in the map products
available to NCDOT. NMFS would like to discuss this opportunity further and I can be
reached as noted above.

The NMFS has also responded to the questions included on page 3 of your letter:

What are your concerns about the development that is occurring in Brunswick County?

1. The NMFS understands that Brunswick County is beginning a period of rapid
development including associated highway improvements. As a result, we are concerned
that project specific and secondary/cumulative losses of waters and wetlands that support
the fishery resources for which we are responsible will be substantial. NMFS is
particularly concerned over losses of EFH described in the 1996 amendments to the 
Magnuson-Stevens Fisheries Conservation and Management Act. A specific concern is
that rapid development, including highway development, will exacerbate losses of
essential fish habitat (EFH) and degradation of water quality that is necessary for the
continued production of species managed by the South and Mid Atlantic Fishery
Management Councils and NMFS. NMFS shares management for many of the coastal
and estuarine fishes found in Brunswick County and offshore waters with the state 
Division of Marine Fisheries, Wildlife Resources Commission and the 
Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission. A number of fishery resources found in
Brunswick County are also identified pursuant to the 
Water Resources Development Act of 1996, as Aquatic Resource of National
Importance.



2. To assist in addressing our EFH concern, we are providing a copy of a guidance
document prepared by our Southeast Regional Office. Please note that this guidance is
not comprehensive, but provides sufficient information to focus your efforts when EFH
may be adversely impacted by highway projects component of the Brunswick County
Comprehensive Transportation Plan (CTP). For detailed information of EFH and
associated managed species, you should review relevant sections of the 
October 1998 Final Habitat Plan for the Southeast Region. We believe that a generic EFH
assessment would be a useful planning component of the Brunswick County CTP

NMFS is also responsible (along with the state agencies identified above) for migratory
diadromous fishes found in Brunswick County primarily in the Cape Fear River and
tributaries of the Waccamaw River. 
Forested wetlands associated with the rivers and streams in Brunswick County provide
important habitat and water quality functions that are essential to the continued
production of diadromous fishery resources (e.g., shad, river herring, Atlantic sturgeon,
and striped bass. The Cape River also supports the endangered shortnose sturgeon for
which our Protected Resources Division has management responsibility.

Are there any other concerns that you would like to see addressed in the Brunswick
County Transportation Plan?

1. Anticipated growth and highway development in Brunswick County will also result in
intense pressure by the housing and business communities to meet the need of present
and future county residents. In our opinion, the CTP cannot ignore the relationship
between population increases and highway needs. All of the fisheries concerns identified
above are equally true for commercial and residential development. In our opinion, the
CTP should be truly comprehensive in addressing both the highway and human
infrastructure related effects of rapid development in Brunswick County.

2. Losses of surface waters and wetlands, including freshwater wetlands, are not in the
best interest of fishery resources. Guidance regarding appropriate mitigation of wetland
losses is provided in a variety of sources familiar to the NCDOT and developers of the
Brunswick County CTP. Accordingly, we believe that the CTP must include a
comprehensive evaluation of anticipated wetlands and fishery habitat related losses and
include specific information on how these losses will be addressed.

3. NMFS also believes that many of these losses should be addressed in advance of the
impact. Comprehensive “upfront” surface water and wetland mitigation planning should
be a component of the Brunswick County CTP.  We anticipate that the EEP will
participate in this process; however, the rapid development related situation in Brunswick
County that lead to the need for a CTP may require resources beyond what is currently
available. NMFS staff is available to assist in long-range mitigation planning for
wetlands losses that support our trust resources. Also, a generic EFH assessment could
assist in the identification of anticipated habitat losses and thereby provide additional
guidance for a determination of the need for “upfront” mitigation.
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